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Abstract 
The female adult literacy rate in Malaysia increased to 94.7 percent in 2004 from 64.7 percent in 1980 while the 
female labour force participation rate (FLFPR) in Malaysia has remained stagnant around 47 percent over the same 
that nearly all female graduates are willing to join the labour force upon graduation. However, they will not work if 
their husbands forbid them, even when facing financial constraints. Hence, the lower FLFPR in Malaysia is probably 
due to low support from their husbands and family commitments, rather than unmet job expectations.  
© 2013 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Centre for Environment-
Behaviour Studies (cE-Bs), Faculty of Architecture, Planning & Surveying, Universiti Teknologi MARA, Malaysia. 
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1. Introduction 
In Asia, traditional family roles have usually been such that women tended to the daily needs at home 
while men, as heads of their families, earned income and provided for the family. However, with changes 
in educational levels and lifestyles, more women are now joining the labour market. Nevertheless, this 
may not be true for Malaysia, where the educational level for women has tremendously increased over the 
last three decades, and even the number of females with tertiary education has surpassed the number of 
males with tertiary education (refer to Table 1). The labour force participation of females with tertiary 
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education hovered around 58 to 60 percent for the years 2006 to 2010 (Malaysia Department of Statistics, 
2011). This may indicate that human capital investment in female may have failed to increase the 
participation of the female labour force. Therefore, this paper aims to examine possible reasons on why 
women with tertiary education choose to be outside the labour force.  
Table 1. Number of tertiary graduates by gender for year 2007 to 2011 
 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 
Male 72,272 76,028 83,549 75,413 61,832 
Female 96,607 103,769 118,654 113,523 96,856 
t Statistical Report 2007-  (2013) 
2. Literature review 
Most of the empirical studies have proved that education is an influential variable in determining the 
labour force participation ra
research on cross-country data found that women with tertiary education were 49 percent more likely to 
be employed in the labour market as compared to women with no education. In China, Liu, Dong and 
Zheng (2010) reported that women with higher education were more likely to be in the labour market. 
Using a sample of 600 married women in the working age between 15 to 65 years, a recent study 
pation also showed that higher education and 
2007). In short, the higher the education level, the greater the possibility of getting a good job and  a high 
wage.  
A woman's expected market wage and shadow price of time relate primarily to her entry into the 
labour force. Many studies have shown that the female wage has a significant positive effect on female 
labour force participation (Colombino and Del Boca, 1990; Colombino and Di Tommaso, 1996); Aaberge 
et al., 1998; Aaberge et al. (1999, 2000); Di Tommaso, 1999).  Kottis and Dimelis (1992), who adopted 
were the result of utility maximizing behavior, which involves the choice between work, domestic 
activities, and leisure. Women will participate in the labour force only if their potential market wage 
exceeds the value of their time at home at zero hours of work. 
Some studies which investigated the presence of an added worker effect or a discouraged worker effect 
revealed that family support strongly influenced the decision to work among women. In the case of the 
former, women with unemployed partners would more likely participate in the labour force so as to 
would be discouraged from participating in the labour force, since they believe it would be unlikely for 
them to find a job (Bratti & Staffolani, 2009). Existing research also shows that the attitudes and values of 
Yagi & Oh, 1995). Badgett and Folbre (2003) suggested that young women take family responsibilities 
into account when choosing an occupation. There is also the view that spouse support is a key 
determinant in the work-decision making process (Kanter, 1977). A study by Pfeffer and Ross (1982) 
proposed that married men are able to invest more resources in their careers than single men because their 
wives, particularly those who do not have employment, provide their husbands with additional resources 
by managing the household and by contributing time and e  
Del Boca examined the role of institutional factors (2002) and found the positive effects of availability 
of public child care and part-time employment opportunities on the probability of the labour force 
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participation. Marenzi and Pagani (2005) focused instead on the role that elderly relatives have in 
elderly relatives are likely to participate compared to those who needed to take care for their elderly 
relatives. Moreover, they consistently observed a positive effect of both the number of places in public 
elderly-care facilities and kindergartens at the regional level on female labour force participation. Bratti et 
2005) study on the labour force participation decisions of new mothers in the first three years after 
child birth found a strong negative effect of the unavailability of child care (both formal and informal) on 
participation of FLFP. The study also found positive effects of job characteristics associated with stronger 
levels of job protection and security, such as working in the public sector or with permanent contracts. m 
In summary, existing literature has shown that women participation in the labour force depends on 
educational levels, wages, family supports, and even characteristics of the job itself. Therefore, in 
Malaysia, as more women have attained tertiary education and sustained economic growth over the last 
three decades, more women are expected to be in the labour market.   
3. Methodology 
In an attempt to understand tertiary educated women work decision, we collect a total of 457 
undergraduates from Universiti Teknologi MARA, the largest public university in Malaysia, as sample in 
this study, using self administered structured questionnaire. Although the sample in this study is limited 
to only students from one local university, is a good representation of undergraduates from local 
universities because UiTM is the largest public university in Malaysia, consist nearly 220,00 studentds 
from various backgrounds. Nevertheless this limitation may reduce the ability to generalize the findings 
from this study. 
  
or 74 percent are female students, and the remaining are male students. Nearly three quarters of the 
respondents are from the Business and Management faculties, taking courses in areas of accounting, 
business, finance, economics, and human resources. The rest are from the Science and Technology, and 
Social Science and Humanities faculties respectively. 63% will be graduating within a year and the other 
37% will graduate within 2 years. 
Most of the respondents are from not highly educated families and half earn income below RM20 000 
per year, being relatively poor families. 60.7% of respondents are from families where the father is the 
bread winner. Based on the background of respondents, we can conclude that more than half are from 
lower income groups, and t
Male students are twice more likely to have parents with higher education as compared to female 
students. 
4. Findings 
would be willing to work after graduation. Half of them would prefer to work in the public sector while 
only a tenth of them would be willing to work in their family business. However, if they did fail to secure 
any job position, some 60 percent of them would continue their studies, but 17 percent of them indicated 
they would get married and settle down. Eight percent of them do not know what they would do. This 
indicates that a quarter of female respondents will choose to stay outside the labour force if they fail to get 
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a job. Furthermore, two thirds of them will not accept any job that offers an income below their expected 
salary or job position.  
Table 2.  Background of respondents 
 Female Male Total 
 % n % N % N 
Courses Currently Enrolled      
Business & Management 70.8 238 73.6 89 327 72 
Science & Technology 15.2 51 14 17 68 15 
Social Science & Humanities 14 47 12.4 15 62 14 
Current Semester       
Semester 1 to 3 37.5 126 33.9 41 167 37 
Semester 4 and above 62.5 210 66.1 80 290 63 
Age Group       
20 years and below 13.1 44 12.4 15 59 13 
20 and above 86.9 292 87.6 106 398 87 
Position In Family       
Eldest 33.9 114 35.5 43 157 34 
Youngest 9.5 32 9.1 11 43 9 
In Between 56.5 190 55.4 67 257 56 
      
Secondary and below 64.9 218 48.8 59 277 61 
Diploma, Degree or Post Graduate 35.1 118 51.2 62 180 39 
      
Secondary and below 74.4 250 57.9 70 320 70 
Diploma, Degree or Post Graduate 25.6 88 42.1 51 139 30 
      
Currently Working 39.3 132 33.1 40 172 38 
Currently Not Working 60.7 204 66.9 81 285 62 
Annual Family Income       
Less than RM20,000 52.4 176 48.8 59 235 51 
RM20,001 to RM50,000 24.1 81 27.3 33 114 25 
RM50,001 and RM100,000 14.9 50 14.9 18 68 15 
RM100,001 and above 8.6 29 9.1 11 40 9 
Total 100 336 100 121 457 100 
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Table 3. Perception of female undergraduates on working upon graduation 
 Percentage Number  
Willing to work after graduate?   
Yes 96.7 325 
No 3.3 11 
Preferred Work Sector   
Government Sector 51.2 172 
Private Sector 39.3 132 
Family Business 9.5 32 
Future Plan if cannot secure a job   
Continue Studies 58.6 197 
Marry and settle down 16.1 54 
Help in the family business 17.0 57 
Not sure 8.3 28 
Expected Salary from first job   
RM1000 to RM2000 17.0 57 
RM2001 to RM3000 56.0 188 
RM3001 and above 27.1 91 
Only willing to work if offered the expected salary   
Yes 36.6 123 
No 63.4 213 
Only willing to work if offered the expected job position   
Yes 35.1 118 
No 64.9 218 
Total 100 336 
 
 Tabl
supports and commitments. It is shocking that half of them indicated that they would not work if their 
husbands forbade them from working. However, if financial needs did arise, only about a quarter of them 
would be willing to stay at home. Nevertheless, about 77 percent of them agreed that they would be 
willing to work if they received technological support or a maid to carry out their household chores. 
However, some 25 percent of the female respondents would choose not to work, when they had to care 
for more than one child. Furthermore, some 63 percent of the female respondents are willing to stay at 
home to care for the elderly. Study in Hong Kong by Siu (2012) found that elderly especially needs help 
and care of young people when they need to travel. In short, tertiary-educated women are only willing to 
work if their husbands permit them, or if given technology or support by maids on their household chores. 
They will choose to stay out of the labour force if they have to care for their children or elderly parents. 
22 percent of them would not allow their wives to work, but the percentage nearly doubles if their wives 
could not get their expected salary or expected job position. Furthermore, nearly half of them would not 
allow their wives to work in a religiously hostile environment. About 40 percent of them allow their 
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wives to work part-time only, and about half of the total male undergraduates only allow their wives to 
work more than normal working hours. 
 
Table 4. Perceptions of  
 
 Agree (n) Disagree or Not sure (n) 
Support From Spouse   
Will not work if husbands forbid 49.7 (16) 50.3  (129) 
Financial Ability   
Will work if husband earns less than RM3000 76.2 (256) 23.8 (80) 
Will work if husband earns less than wife 75.3 (253) 24.7 (83) 
Will work if husband earns less than wife even  if they have children 66.7 (224) 33.3 (112) 
Other Support   
Will work if have household technology support such as washing machine, 
microwave, etc 
77.3 (260) 22.6 (76) 
Will work if have household maid 76.8 (258) 23.2 (78) 
Family Commitment   
Will not work if need to care for only one child 17.6 (59) 82.4 (277) 
Will not work if need to care for more than one child 25.9 (87) 74.1 (249) 
Will not work if need to care for elderly at home 62.5 (210) 27.5 (126) 
 
Table 5. Perceptions of male undergraduates on women decision to work  
 
 Agree (n) Disagree (n) 
Spouse Support    
Will not allow his wife to work  22.3 (27) 77.7 (94) 
Will not allow the wife to work if she does not get her expected salary. 38.0 (46) 62.0 (75) 
Will not allow the wife to work if she does not get her expected job position. 38.8 (47) 61.2 (74) 
Will not allow the wife to work in religious hostile environment. 49.6 (60) 50.4 (61) 
Preference for Wife Working Time   
Prefer wife to work part time  40.5 (49) 59.5 (72) 
Will not allow the wife to work more than normal working hours. 49.6 (60) 50.4 (61) 
Will not allow the wife to work overtime whenever required. 64.5(78) 35.5 (43) 
Will not allow the wife to work in shift work.  72.7 (88) 27.3 (33) 
Preference for Wife work place   
Prefer wife to work from home. 53.7 (65) 46.3 (56) 
Will not allow the wife to work more than 30km from home. 57.9 (70) 42.2 (51) 
Will not allow the wife to work overseas. 76.9 (93) 23.1 (28) 
Preference on wife working decision when under financial constraints   
 42.1 (51) 57.9 (70) 
children. 
55.4 (67) 44.6 (54) 
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Preference on wife working decision when under family constraints.  
Will not allow the wife to work when they have one child. 33.1 (40) 66.9 (81) 
Will not allow the wife to work if they have more than one child.  32.2 (39) 67.8 (82) 
Will not allow if need wife to attend to sick parents.  52.1 (63) 47.9 (58) 
Preference on wife working decision when having other  supports  
Will allow the wife to work if have household technology support such as washing 
machine, microwave, etc  
55.4 (67) 44.6 (54) 
Will allow the wife to work if have household maid.  52.9 (64) 47.1 (50) 
 
Furthermore, more than half of all the male respondents preferred their wives to work from home, and 
they would not allow their wives to work more than 30 km from home. More than two-thirds of them 
would not even allow their wives to work overseas. If facing financial constraints, only 42 percent of 
male respondents would allow their wives to work if their wives earned more than them. The percentage 
of male respondents who would allow their wives to work increased to 55 percent if then had children to 
support. About one-third of male respondents agreed that they would not allow their wives to work if they 
had to care for children. More than half of the male respondents also indicated that they would not allow 
their wives to work when their elderly parents require care. Finally, even when given technological 
support or a maid to carry out household chores, only slightly more than half of male respondents would 
allow their wives to work. 
5. Discussions and conclusion 
There are three main conclusions drawn from the above findings. Firstly, all female graduates 
indicated that they were willing to join the labour force upon graduation. However, if they failed to secure 
any job position, nearly a fourth of them would choose to remain outside the labour force. Secondly, 
further investigation revealed that half of female graduates would not work if their husbands forbade them 
to work even when face with financial constraints. Furthermore, some 26 percent of female graduates 
would choose not to work if have to care for their children. The percentage of female graduates who 
chose to remain outside the labour increased to 66 percent when their elderly parents required care. 
Thirdly, about forty percent of male graduates indicated that they would not allow their wives to work, 
especially in a religiously hostile environment. Moreover, more than half of the male respondents prefer 
their wives to work from home.  
 In conclusion, women with tertiary education are eager to work upon graduation but they may 
not able to do so because of lack of support from husbands. Hence, investment in human capital in 
women may not increase their labour force participation if they are not getting sufficient support from 
their husbands, especially in the area of caring for their young children and elderly parents.  
Therefore, policy makers and employers may need to consider programs such as flexible 
working arrangement to allow more women to have better balance between their families and work 
commitments. Furthermore, it is important for young female graduates to discuss and agree on some form 
of families commitments arrangement prior to marriage because husband is the most important person 
that will discourage or stop the wives from working. This is consistent with finding from Kia (2013) that 
husband is the most important person that discourage working tertiary educated women to stay at home. 
 Lastly, as the findings from this research is only limited to the perception of respondents who are 
currently pursuing their tertiary education and not those who have graduated, future research should 
explore and examine the actual work decision of women with tertiary education.  
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